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The Changing Composition of United States Agricultural Trade
Market Report
Yr 
Ago
4 Wks
Ag 6/1/12
Livestock and Products,
 Weekly Average
Nebraska Slaughter Steers,
  35-65% Choice, Live Weight. . . . . . . .
Nebraska Feeder Steers, 
  Med. & Large Frame, 550-600 lb.. . . .
Nebraska Feeder Steers,
  Med. & Large Frame 750-800 lb. . . . .
Choice Boxed Beef, 
  600-750 lb. Carcass. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Western Corn Belt Base Hog Price
  Carcass, Negotiated. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Pork Carcass Cutout, 185 lb. Carcass,   
  51-52% Lean.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Slaughter Lambs, Ch. & Pr., Heavy,
  Wooled, South Dakota, Direct. . . . . . .
National Carcass Lamb Cutout,
  FOB. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
$106.09
       *
126.99
177.74
88.28
89.26
204.25
403.79
$121.13
184.55
154.72
190.66
76.88
78.32
       *
359.26
$121.06
177.41
157.77
196.83
85.97
80.38
148.50
346.50
Crops, 
 Daily Spot Prices
Wheat, No. 1, H.W.
  Imperial, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Corn, No. 2, Yellow
 Nebraska City, bu.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Soybeans, No. 1, Yellow
 Nebraska City, bu.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Grain Sorghum, No. 2, Yellow
  Dorchester, cwt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Oats, No. 2, Heavy
  Minneapolis, MN , bu. . . . . . . . . . . . .
8.00
7.44
14.20
11.95
3.75
5.41
6.40
14.34
10.36
3.44
5.65
5.81
13.18
9.21
3.07
Feed
Alfalfa, Large Square Bales, 
  Good to Premium, RFV 160-185
  Northeast Nebraska, ton. . . . . . . . . . .
Alfalfa, Large Rounds, Good
  Platte Valley, ton. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Grass Hay, Large Rounds, Good
  Nebraska, ton. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Dried Distillers Grains, 10% Moisture, 
  Nebraska Average. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Wet Distillers Grains, 65-70% Moisture, 
  Nebraska Average. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
140.00
87.50
       *
207.50
71.50
225.00
145.00
97.50
221.00
77.75
207.50
140.00
97.50
212.50
73.50
*No Market
International trade has been of great importance for
United States agriculture since the founding of the nation.
Today, about 20 percent of agricultural production in the
United States is exported, and the revenue from these
exports is an important source of farm income. According
t o  t h e  E c o n o m i c  R e s e a r c h  S e r v i c e
(http://www.ers.usda.gov) over half of U.S. wheat
production is exported, as is almost 80 percent of U.S.
cotton production. While agricultural exports are always
greater than agricultural imports, U.S. consumers depend
on imports for many commodities, notably such tropical
goods as coffee, cocoa, bananas and other tropical fruits.
The real values of U.S. agricultural exports and imports
from 1967 to 2011 are shown in Figure 1 (on page 3).
These values have been adjusted for inflation using the
World Bank’s manufacture unit value index (base year =
2005), which is the same index the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) uses to deflate its commodity price
series. The real values of both imports and exports have
more than tripled since 1967.
The United States Department of Agriculture’s
(USDA) Foreign Agriculture Service (FAS) maintains a
database on United States agricultural trade, the Global
A g r i c u l t u r a l  T r a d e  S y s t e m
(http://www.fas.usda.gov/gats/default.aspx). These data
are organized to show the volume of imports and exports
in three categories of food and agricultural goods: bulk
commodities, consumer-oriented goods and intermediate
goods. Bulk commodities are unprocessed agricultural
crops such as wheat, corn, soybeans and cotton.
Intermediate goods include commodities that have
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undergone initial processing, including wheat flour,
sugar, soybean oil and meal, and live animals. Consumer-
oriented goods include fresh/chilled/frozen red meat,
poultry, dairy products, fresh fruits and vegetables, wine
and beer and other highly processed foods. Figures 2 and
3 (on following pages) display the percentages of total
exports or imports accounted for by each of these three
categories from 1967 to 2011.
In the 1960s and 1970s bulk commodities accounted
for the largest share of U.S. agricultural exports. During
the commodity boom of the 1970s bulk commodities
made up over 70 percent of U.S. agricultural exports,
reaching 76 percent in 1975. During these periods,
consumer-oriented goods generally made up less than 15
percent of total exports. The composition of U.S.
agricultural exports began to change in the 1980s, as
trade in consumer-oriented goods (sometimes referred to
as “high-value” or “value-added” goods) began to take
off. Currently, the proportions of total exports accounted
for by consumer-oriented goods and bulk commodities
are fairly close, around 40 percent for each category of
good. Throughout this history, intermediate goods have
accounted for about 20 percent of total exports. The fact
that the share of bulk commodities in total U.S. exports
has fallen does not mean that bulk commodity exports
have declined. In nominal terms, bulk commodity exports
increased from $4.3 billion in 1967 to $56.9 billion in
2011 (in 2005 dollars, from $19 billion to $36 billion).
The composition of U.S. agricultural imports is
shown in Figure 3. In the earlier years, bulk commodities
and consumer-oriented goods each made up between
about 35 and 50 percent of total imports, with inter-
mediate goods accounting for the remaining 15 to 20
percent. Over the past several decades the share of bulk
commodities in U.S. agricultural imports has fallen as the
proportion made up of consumer-oriented goods has
increased. Currently, consumer-oriented imports account
for around 60 percent of the total, while the share for
bulk commodities has fallen to less than 20 percent.      
Clearly, much of the growth in U.S. agricultural
trade has been stimulated by increased trade of
consumer-oriented goods. On the export side, there have
been dramatic changes in red meat exports which have
increased 15-fold in real terms between 1967 and 2011,
and are currently the largest individual category among
consumer-oriented exports. From 1967-70, red meat
imports by the United States made up about 42 percent of
the total amount of consumer-oriented imports. In 2010-
11, red meat imports made up only nine percent of
consumer-oriented imports. Imports of wine and beer have
increased from seven percent of total consumer-oriented
imports in 1967-70 to 15 percent in 2010-11, and are now
the largest individual items in the consumer-oriented
imports.
Other important consumer-oriented exports from the
United States are tree nuts, dairy products, processed and
fresh fruits, vegetables and fruit/vegetable juices, snack
foods and breakfast cereals. Interestingly, the same set of
goods makes up the leading consumer-oriented imports,
with snack foods, processed and fresh fruits, vegetables
and juices, and red meats at the top of the list. Overall, the
leading individual U.S. agricultural exports are the bulk
commodities of soybeans and coarse grains, followed by
the consumer-oriented red meats. 
The trends observed in the United States appear to be
replicated around the world. While the real value of
exported cereals and preparations more than tripled
between the early 1960s and 2005-09, real exports of meat
and meat products increased by eight times 
(http://faostat.fao.org).An obvious question is why trade
in consumer-oriented goods seems to be growing in the
United States and around the world at such a rapid pace.
Most of the products included in this category contain a
lot of water and are perishable. This suggests that they
would be costly to ship and may explain why there was
greater trade in the less perishable bulk commodities in
the past than in meat, dairy, fruits and vegetables. In
recent decades, transportation costs have fallen, making it
feasible to trade these types of goods. Another factor in
this expanding trade may be changing trade policies and
regional trade agreements such as the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) or the European Union
(EU). Both NAFTA and the EU have resulted in dramatic
increases in trade among the members of these economic
unions and much of the expanded agricultural trade has
taken the form of consumer-oriented goods.    
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Figure 1. Real U.S. Agricultural Exports and Imports, Millions of 2005 Dollars, 1967 - 2011
Figure 2. Percentage of U.S. Agricultural Exports Made Up of Bulk, Consumer-Oriented
and Intermediate Goods, 1967 - 2011
Source: http//www.fas.usda.gov/gats/ExpressQuery1.aspx
Figure 3. Percentage of U.S. Agricultural Imports Made Up of Bulk, Consumer-Oriented
and Intermediate Goods, 1967 - 2011
Source: http//www.fas.usda.gov/gats/ExpressQuery1.aspx
